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(54) Method for dispersing ceramic material in an aqueous medium 



(57) A method for dispersing ceramic materials in 
aqueous media is disclosed. The method uses water- 
soluble polymers as dispersants and may be used for 
dispersing various classes of ceramic materials, includ- 
ing oxide, carbide, and nitride ceramics. The method is 



useful for dispersing ceramic materials known to 
present difficulties in forming aqueous dispersions. The 
polymeric dispersant may be made using conventional 
polymerization techniques such as solution polymeriza- 
tion. 
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Description 

The present invention relates to a method for dis- 
persing ceramic materials. In particular, the present in- 
vention relates to a method for dispersing one or more 5 
ceramic materials in an aqueous medium by using a pol- 
ymeric dispersant formed from acid-containing mono- 
mers and hydroxy functional monomers. 

Ceramic materials are often used to prepare light- 
weight, strong, thermally and chemically resistant prod- 
ucts. Because of difficulties associated with the handling 
of solid ceramic materials, it is desirable for the ceramic 
materials to be in the form of an aqueous dispersion. 
Aqueous dispersions of ceramic materials are, however, 
often unstable, exhibiting sediment formation upon 
standing. Upon standing, the dispersion agglomerates 
and becomes non-homogeneous, and creates difficulty 
in handling. These agglomerates may also damage 
pipes, pumps, and other dispersion handling mechani- 
cal equipment. The use of dispersanls overcomes these 
difficulties, and also improves strength and density of 
formed ceramic parts, particularly those made by dry 
press, slip casting, and tape casting processes. 

Polymers are known for use as dispersants for ce- 
ramic materials. Typical polymeric dispersants for ce- 
ramic materials include polymers formed from acid-con- 
taining monomers such as, for example, poly(acrylic ac- 
id) and poly( methacrylic acid). 

While such polymers perform adequately in dis- 
persing some ceramic materials, certain ceramic mate- 
rials are more difficult to disperse, and conventional pol- 
ymeric dispersants are not adequate. Ceramic materials 
which present particular difficulty in forming dispersions 
include nitrides such as, for example, boron nitride. U. 
S. Patent No. 5,209,885 describes dispersing silicon ni- 
tride for extrusion by the use of a graft copolymer com- 
prising a polyoxyalkylene backbone with polyacrylate 
side chains. 

The present invention seeks to provide a method 
for dispersing ceramic materials, including several ce- 
ramic materials known to be difficult to disperse. The 
method uses a polymeric dispersant formed from hy- 
droxy functional monomers and acid-containing mono- 
mers. The polymeric dispersant of the present invention 
is a random copolymer rather than a graft copolymer, 
and it does not require a polyoxyalkylene backbone. 

According to the present invention, there is provid- 
ed a method for dispersing one or more ceramic mate- 
rials in an aqueous medium, comprising utilizing a pol- 
ymeric dispersant formed from one or more hydroxy 
functional monomers and one or more acid-containing 
monomers, wherein the one or more ceramic materials 
is selected from: alumina, aluminum nitride, aluminum 
titanate, lead titanate, boron nitride, silicon, silicon car- 
bide, sialon, zirconium nitride, zirconium carbide, zirco- 
nium boride, boron carbide, tungsten carbide, tungsten 
boride, tin oxide, ruthenium oxide, yttrium oxide, mag- 
nesium oxide, calcium oxide, ferrites, and mixtures 



thereof. 

The polymeric dispersant used in the present inven- 
tion contains, as polymerized units, from 5 percent by 
weight to 95 percent by weight of one or more hydroxy 
functional monomers, and from 95 percent to 5 percent 
by weight of one or more acid-containing monomers, 
based on the total weight of the polymeric dispersant. 
Preferably, the amount of hydroxy functional monomer 
is from 1 5 percent to 85 percent, and the amount of acid- 
containing monomer is from 85 to 15 percent, and more 
preferably the amount of hydroxy functional monomer 
is from 30 to 70 percent, and the amount of acid-con- 
taining monomer is from 70 to 30 percent. 

Hydroxy functional monomers useful in forming the 
polymeric dispersant to be used in the present invention 
include: hydroxy propyl acrylate, hydroxy propyl meth- 
acrylate, hydroxy ethyl acrylate, hydroxy ethyl methacr- 
ylate, allyl alcohol, allyloxyethanol, ally propoxylate, vi- 
nyl acetate, 1-butene-3,4-dlol, and 3-allyloxy-1,2-pro- 
panediol. Also useful are difunctional, Afunctional, and 
polyfunctions monomers such as, for example, acrylic 
and methacrylic esters of xylitol or other triol or polyol 
molecules. 

Acid-containing monomers useful in forming the 
polymeric dispersant to be used in the present invention 
are monomers selected from the group consisting of C 3 - 
C 6 monoethylenically unsaturated monocarboxylic ac- 
ids, C 4 -C 8 monoethylenically unsaturated dicarboxylic 
acids, and anhydrides of C 4 -C 8 monoethylenically un- 
saturated c/s- dicarboxylic acids. Particular examples of 
acid-containing monomers useful in forming the poly- 
meric dispersant include: acrylic acid, methacrylic acid, 
maleic acid, crotonic acid, itaconic acid, mesaconic ac- 
id, fumaric acid, citraconic acid, vinylacetic acid, acry- 
loxypropionic acid : 1,2,3,6-tetrahydrophthalic anhy- 
dride, 3,6-epoxy-1,2,3,6-tetrahydrophthalic anhydride, 
5-norborene-2,3-dicarboxylic anhydride, bicyclo[2.2.2]- 
5-octene-2,3-dicarboxylic anhydride, 3-methyl- 
1,2,6-tetrahydrophthalic anhydride, 2-rnethyl-1,3,6-tet- 
rahydrophthalic anhydride. Preferred examples of these 
carboxylic acid monomers include acrylic acid and 
methacrylic acid. 

The polymeric dispersant used in the present inven- 
tion is preferably formed by polymerization in solution 
and is soluble in water. Methods for preparing polymers 
by solution polymerization are known to those skilled in 
the art. Solution polymerization processes as described 
in detail in U.S. Patents Nos. 4,711,725 and 3,898,037 
may be used to form the polymeric dispersant. A suita- 
ble solution polymerization technique includes forming 
an aqueous solution of the monomers and adding an 
effective amount of polymerization initiator, then main- 
taining the solution at a temperature of from 70°C to 
99°C. The time required for polymerization will depend 
upon the monomers used, and the type and amount of 
polymerization initiator. Typically the polymerization 
time is between 3 and 7 hours, but may be between 1/2 
hour and 12 hours. Polymerization initiators are known 
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to those skilled in the art of polymerization. Examples of 
polymerization initiators include a combination of sodi- 
um persulfate and potassium sulfate; hydrogen perox- 
ide; azobisisobutyronitrile; and a ferrous ammonium sul- 
fate/ammonium persulfate redox system; and other s 
commercially available polymerization initiators. If de- 
sired, based on the monomer composition, polymeriza- 
tion may be carried out under a controlled atmosphere 
such as under a nitrogen purge. Optionally, chain trans- 
fer agents may be used to control the molecular weight io 
of the polymer. Compounds useful as chain transfer 
agents are known to those skilled in the art and include 
ferric and cupric salts, other metal salts including salts 
containing hypophosphite ions, and primary and sec- 
ondary alcohols. is 

The molecular weight of the polymeric dispersant 
of the present invention is not critical provided that the 
polymeric dispersant is water-soluble. However for ef- 
ficiency of the polymeric dispersant, the molecular 
weight is preferably below 1 0,000, and more preferably 20 
from 2,000 to 5,000. The term "molecular weight", as 
used herein, refers to the weight average molecular 
weight as measured by aqueous gel permeation chro- 
matography, using a poly (acrylic acid) standard having 
a molecular weight of 4,500. 25 

Several factors may affect the preferred quantity of 
the polymeric dispersant to be used in forming a disper- 
sion of a ceramic material. Because of the range of ce- 
ramic materials that might be used for particular appli- 
cations, and because different applicatbns may require 30 
different solids levels, the amount of dispersant may 
range from 0.0002 percent to 50 percent by weight. For 
example, the morphology of the ceramic material may 
affect the optimum level of dispersant. Generally, the 
more spherical the particles, the less dispersant re- 35 
quired. The surface area of the ceramic material may 
also affect the optimum quantity of dispersant. The high- 
er the surface area of a ceramic material, generally the 
more dispersant is required. For example, if a wet polish 
slurry is to be formed from a ceramic powder having a 40 
surface area of 0. 1 m 2 /g and the desired level of ceramic 
powder is 5 weight percent, an appropriate amount of 
dispersant would be about 0.00002 percent, by weight, 
of the total dispersion. A more typical polish formulation, 
using a ceramic powder having a surface area of TOO 45 
m 2 /g : at 15 weight percent of the dispersion, would re- 
quire about 9.0 percent dispersant. For forming a ce- 
ramic article, a typical example of the amount of ceramic 
material in the dispersion is 80 weight percent. If the ce- 
ramic material had a surface area of 1 0 m 2 /g, an appro- so 
priate amount of dispersant would be about 2.4 weight 
percent. Generally, for forming ceramic articles, a pre- 
ferred range for the amount of dispersant is from 0.01 
percent to 10 percent by weight, based on the total 
weight of the dispersion. ss 

The ionic strength (or water hardness) of the dis- 
persion may also affect the optimum level of dispersant. 
Dispersions having higher ionic strength generally re- 



quire more dispersant. The ionic strength of the disper- 
sion can be controlled, for example, by using distilled, 
deionized, partially distilled or partially deionized water, 
by controlling the level of contaminants introduced into 
the dispersion by the various components of the disper- 
sion or by adding one or more conventional chelating 
agents to the dispersion. Preferably, the water hardness 
of the dispersion which is attributable to multivalent cat- 
ions is below about 600 parts per million (°ppm fl ) ex- 
pressed as Ca 2+ , most preferably below about 500 ppm. 
Generally, the higher the pH of the dispersion, the lower 
the quantity of dispersant required. For purposes of the 
present invention, it is preferred that the pH not be below 
6. The polymeric dispersant of the present invention 
works particularly well at a pH of about 9 to 10. The up- 
per limit of the pH at which the polymeric dispersant of 
the present invention is useful would be determined by 
degradation of the ceramic material. This typically oc- 
curs at pH above about 10. 

Ceramic materials useful in forming a dispersion ac- 
cording to the method of the present invention include 
oxide, nitride, and carbide ceramics; in particular: alu- 
mina, aluminum nitride, aluminum titanate, lead titanate, 
boron nitride, silicon, silicon carbide, sialon, zirconium 
nitride, zirconium carbide, zirconium boride, boron car- 
bide, tungsten carbide, tungsten boride, tin oxide, ruthe- 
nium oxide, yttrium oxide, magnesium oxide, calcium 
oxide, chromic oxide, ferrites, and mixtures thereof. 

As used herein, "ceramic materials" include ferrites. 
The ferrites are ferrimagnetic oxides. The classes of fer- 
rites include spinel ferrites, which are oxides having the 
general formula MO_Fe 2 0 3 , where "M° represents a di- 
valent metal ion or a mixture of ions. Particular examples 
of spinel ferrites are Fe 3 0 4 and NiFe 2 0 4 . Another class 
of ferrites is the orthoferrites, with the genera! formulas 
MFe0 3> MC0O3, or MMn0 3 , where M. represents LaCa, 
SrBa, Y, or a rare earth ion. Another class of ferrites is 
the hexagonal ferrites, with the general formula 
AB 1 2 0 19 , where A is a divalent metal and B is a trivalent 
metal. Examples of hexagonal ferrites include 
PbFe 12 0 19 and BeFe 12 0 19 

The ceramic material may be present in the disper- 
sion at from 5 percent to 90 percent, based on the total 
weight of the dispersion. Several factors, including the 
end-use of the dispersion, may affect the quantity of ce- 
ramic material useful in the dispersion. The morphology 
of a ceramic material may affect the optimal amount of 
ceramic material in the dispersion. For example, spher- 
ical particles may generally be used at a higher concen- 
tration than particles of other shapes for a given appli- 
cation. The particle size and particle size distribution of 
a ceramic material may affect the amount of ceramic 
material to be used in the dispersion. For example, a 
bimodal distribution of particle size, meaning a distribu- 
tion of particle sizes having two maxima, allows for clos- 
er packing arrangements than do particle size distribu- 
tions having one maximum. Therefore, a ceramic mate- 
rial having a bimodal distribution of particle sizes can 
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generally be used at higher levels than a ceramic ma- 
terial with a particle size distribution having one maxi- 
mum. Also, the greater the density of the ceramic ma- 
terial, the greater the weight percent of the ceramic ma- 
terial in a dispersion on an equal volume basis. 

In addition to water, one or more ceramic materials 
and the one or more polymeric dispersants, the disper- 
sions of the present invention may optionally contain 
one or more other conventional additives. Conventional 
additives to an aqueous ceramic material dispersion in- 
clude, for example, ceramic binders, releasing agents, 
sintering aids, rheology modifiers, lubricants, defoaming 
agents and plasticizers. If used, each of the convention- 
al additives may be used at up to 20 percent by weight 
based on the weight of the ceramic materials in the dis- 
persion, and are preferably used at from 0.01 to 12 per- 
cent by weight based on the weight of the ceramic ma- 
terial in the dispersion. 

In forming a dispersion according to the method of 
the present invention, a mixture is made of water, the 
one or more ceramic materials, one or more polymeric 
dispersants, and optional additives. The order of addi- 
tion of the components of the mixture is not critical; how- 
ever, it is preferable that the polymeric dispersant be dis- 
solved in water and the ceramic material then be added. 
A mixture is formed by adding from 0.1 percent to 99 
percent by weight of one or more ceramic materials, 
based on the weight of the dispersion. Optionally a total 
weight of from 0 percent to 20 percent by weight based 
on the weight of the ceramic material, of one or more 
conventional additives, are added. Conventional addi- 
tives, if used, may be added at any point in the process 
of forming the mixture. The mixture is agitated to form 
an aqueous dispersion of the ceramic material. An 
aqueous dispersion prepared according to the method 
of the present invention may be used in processes such 
as, for example, slip casting, tape casting, gel casting, 
extrusion and dry pressing. 

EXAMPLES 

The following examples are intended to illustrate for 
one of ordinary skill in the art the method of the present 
invention. 

Dispersion of magnesium oxide 

A dispersant polymer was formed by solution po- 
lymerization of 60 percent by weight acrylic acid and 40 
percent by weight hydroxy propyl acryiate. A 50% solu- 
tion of the dispersant polymer in deionized water was 
made. In 1 35.3 g of deionized water, 4.91 g of the 50% 
solution were dissolved. To the resulting solution were 
added 35.05 g of magnesium oxide powder, followed by 
ball milling for one hour. A dispersion resulted, illustrat- 
ing that the method may be used to disperse magnesi- 
um oxide. 



Dispersion of Boron Nitride 

A dispersant polymer was formed by solution po- 
lymerization of 60 percent by weight acrylic acid and 40 

5 percent by weight hydroxy propyl acryiate. A 50% solu- 
tion of the dispersant polymer in deionized water was 
made. In 140.6 g of deionized water, 31 .9 g of the solu- 
tion was dissolved. To the resulting solution were added 
57.6 g of boron nitride having a specific surface area of 

10 172 m 2 per gram. A dispersion resulted, illustrating that 
the method may be used to disperse boron nitride. 

Claims 

15 

1. A method for dispersing one or more ceramic ma- 
terials in an aqueous medium, comprising utilizing 
a polymeric dispersant formed from one or more hy- 
droxy functional monomers and one or more acid- 
ic containing monomers, wherein the one or more ce- 
ramic materials is selected from: alumina, alumi- 
num nitride, aluminum titanate, lead titanate, boron 
nitride, silicon, silicon carbide, sialon, zirconium ni- 
tride, zirconium carbide, zirconium boride, boron 

2S carbide, tungsten carbide, tungsten boride, tin ox- 
ide, ruthenium oxide, yttrium oxide, magnesium ox- 
ide, calcium oxide ; and ferrites. 

2. A method as claimed in claim 1 wherein the hydroxy 
30 functional monomer is selected from: hydroxy pro- 
pyl acryiate, hydroxy propyl methacrylate, hydroxy 
ethyl acryiate, hydroxy ethyl methacrylate, allyl al- 
cohol, allyloxyethanol, allyl propoxylate, vinyl ace- 
tate, 1-butene-3,4-diol, and3-allyloxy-1,2-propane- 

35 di0l. 

3. A method as claimed in claim 1 or claim 2 wherein 
the carboxylic acid monomer is selected from the 
group consisting of C 3 -C 6 monoethylenically un- 

4 0 saturated monocarboxylic acids, C 4 -C 8 monoethyl- 
enically unsaturated dicarboxylic acids, and anhy- 
drides of C 4 -C 8 monoethylenically unsaturated cis- 
dicarboxylic acids. 

45 4. A method as claimed in claim 3 wherein the carbox- 
ylic acid monomer is selected from: acrylic acid, 
methacrylic acid, maleic acid, crotonic acid, itaconic 
acid, mesaconic acid, fumaric acid, citraconic acid, 
vinylacetic acid, and acryloxy prop ionic acid. 

so 

5. A method as claimed in any preceding claim where- 
in the amount of carboxylic acid monomer is from 
30 percent to 70 percent by weight, based on the 
total weight of monomers and the amount of hy- 
55 droxy functional monomer is from 30 percent to 70 
percent by weight, based on the total weight of mon - 
omers. 
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An aqueous dispersion of ceramic material pre- 
pared according to a method as claimed in any pre- 
ceding claim. 

Use of a polymeric dispersant, formed from one or s . 
more hydroxy functional monomers and one or 
more acid-containing monomers, for dispersing, in 
an aqueous medium, one or more ceramic materi- 
als selected from: alumina, aluminum nitride, alumi- 
num titanate, lead titanate, boron nitride, silicon, sil- 10 
icon carbide, sialon, zirconium nitride, zirconium 
carbide, zirconium boride, boron carbide, tungsten 
carbide, tungsten boride, tin oxide, ruthenium ox- 
ide, yttrium oxide, magnesium oxide, calcium oxide 
and ferrites. 15 
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